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Vatican says health of retired pope Benedict XVI ‘worsening’
Associated Press
Vatican City, December 28

The health of Pope Emeritus 
Benedict XVI has worsened 
due to his age, and doctors 
are constantly monitoring 
the frail 95-year-old’s condi-
tion, the Vatican said today.

Vatican spokesperson 
Matteo Bruni said Pope 
Francis, who asked the faith-
ful earlier today to pray for 
Benedict, went to visit his 
predecessor in the monas-
tery on Vatican grounds 
where the retired pontiff has 
lived since retiring in Febru-
ary 2013.

“Regarding the health 
condition of the emeritus 
pope, for whom Pope Fran-

cis asked for prayers at the 
end of his general audience 
this morning, I can confirm 
that in the last hours, a wors-
ening due to advanced age 
has happened,’’ Bruni said 
in a written statement.

“The situation at the mo-
ment remains under con-
trol, constantly monitored 
by doctors,” according to the 
statement.

At the end of his custom-
ary Wednesday audience 
with the public in a Vatican 
auditorium, Francis depart-
ed from his prepared re-
marks to say that Benedict is 
“very sick” and asked the 
faithful to pray for the re-
tired pontiff.

Francis didn’t elaborate 

on Benedict’s condition.
“I would like to ask you all 

for a special prayer for Pope 
Emeritus Benedict, who is 
sustaining the church in si-
lence,” Francis said. “Re-
member him — he is very ill 
— asking the Lord to con-
sole him and to sustain him 
in this testimony to love for 
the church, until the end.”

After the hour-long audi-
ence, “Pope Francis went to 
the Mater Ecclesiae monas-
tery to visit Benedict XVI. Let 
us all unite with him in 
prayer for the emeritus 
pope,” Bruni said.

Benedict, who was the 
first pontiff to resign in 600 
years, has become increas-
ingly frail in recent years as 

he dedicated his post-papa-
cy life to prayer and medita-
tion.

When Benedict turned 95 
in April, his longtime secre-
tary, Archbishop Georg 
Gaenswein, said the retired 
pontiff was in good spirits, 
adding that “naturally he is 
physically relatively weak 
and fragile, but rather lucid.”

Francis also paid a visit to 
Benedict at the monastery 
four months ago. The occa-
sion was Francis’ latest cere-
mony elevating churchmen 
to cardinal rank, and the 
new “princes of the church” 
accompanied him to the 
monastery for the brief 
greeting.

The Vatican released a 

photo at the time that 
showed a very thin-looking 
Benedict clasping Francis’ 
hand as the current and past 
pontiff smiled at each other.

In his first years of retire-
ment, Benedict attended a 
couple of cardinal-elevating 
ceremonies in St. Peter’s Ba-
silica. But in recent years, he 
wasn’t strong enough to at-
tend the long service.

He was elevated to cardi-
nal’s rank in 1977 by the 
then-pontiff, Paul VI. As Car-
dinal Joseph Ratzinger, the 
German prelate and theolo-
gian long served as the Vati-
can’s doctrinal orthodox 
watchdog. He was elected 
pontiff in 2005.

Benedict startled a room 

full of Vatican prelates by an-
nouncing, in Latin, in Febru-
ary 2013 that he would step 
down as pope in two weeks. 
Some church traditionalists 
were dismayed by his deci-
sion.

Francis has praised Bene-
dict’s decision as a coura-
geous acknowledgement 
that physical frailty no 
longer left him able to fully 
serve the world’s 1.3 billion 
Catholics.

Given his own health his-
tory, including a knee liga-
ment problem that has 
forced him to use a wheel-
chair or a cane, Francis has 
said that retirement is some-
thing he’d consider, if the sit-
uation warranted it.

Chechens in Bosnia seek  
to dodge Russian draft
Associated Press
Sarajevo, December 28

A group of ethnic Chechens 
fleeing Russia arrived in 
Bosnia this week, hoping to 
use the Balkan country as a 
launchpad to reach the Eu-
ropean Union and avoid 
getting sent to fight in 
Ukraine.

The group of some 50 
people, predominantly 
from Russia’s Chechnya re-
gion, congregated near 
Bosnia’s northwestern bor-
der with EU-member Croa-
tia, the Bosnian Security 
Ministry said today. “They 
want to reach the European 
Union because, in their 
own words, they are fleeing 
military draft” in Russia, 
the ministry said. Russians 
can enter Bosnia without a 
visa and are permitted to 
stay in the country for a 

maximum of 90 days with-
in a 180-day period. But to 
enter Croatia, which is set 
to join Europe’s visa-free 
travel zone, the Schengen 
Area, on Jan. 1, they must 
hold a valid visa. The ethnic 
Chechens gathered near 
the Maljevac border cross-
ing, in the northwest Bos-
nia’s Krajina region include 
families with children. 
Many of the people waiting 
said they hoped to be al-
lowed into Croatia. Howev-
er, Croatian border guards 
mostly appeared to be 
turning them back.

According to Bosnian 
media, the Chechens ar-
rived in Bosnia from Serbia, 
one of the only countries in 
Europe with direct flights 
from Russia during the war.

The Security Ministry 
said it would “continue to 
monitor the situation on 

the ground and gather de-
tailed information from law 
enforcement agencies … to 
propose appropriate meas-
ures to maintain a secure 
situation.”

Bosnia became a bottle-
neck for Europe-bound mi-
grants from the Middle 
East, Central Asia and 
North Africa in 2015, when 
other nations in the Bal-
kans and central Europe 
closed off previously estab-
lished migration paths in 
the region.

The Krajina region, 
which lies partly along a 
highly porous segment of 
Bosnia’s border with Croa-
tia, has struggled for years 
to accommodate transient 
migrants and refugees, at 
times leaving thousands of 
people to sleep outside 
without access to food, 
heat or medical care.

Military police enforce driving ban in snow-stricken Buffalo
Associated Press
Buffalo, December 28

State and military police were 
sent yesterday to keep people off 
Buffalo’s snow-choked roads, 
and officials kept counting fatal-
ities three days after western 
New York’s deadliest storm in at 
least two generations.

Even as suburban roads and 
most major highways in the area 
reopened, Erie County Executive 
Mark Poloncarz warned that po-
lice would be stationed at en-
trances to Buffalo and at major 
intersections because some 
drivers were flouting a ban on 
driving within New York’s sec-
ond-most populous city.

More than 30 people are re-
ported to have died in the re-
gion, officials said, including 
seven storm-related deaths an-
nounced yesterday by Buffalo 
Mayor Byron Brown’s office. The 
toll surpasses that of the historic 
Blizzard of 1977, blamed for kill-
ing as many as 29 people in an 
area known for harsh winter 
weather.

Greg Monett turned to social 
media to beg for help shovelling 
a 6-foot (1.8-metre) pile of snow 
from the end of his Buffalo drive-
way so he could get dialysis 
treatment yesterday.

“This has been a nightmare,” 
he said in an interview Monday. 

Power had been out for a time at 
his family’s home, he said, so rel-
atives ran a gas stove to keep 
warm, a practice he acknowl-
edged was dangerous.

“We had to do what we had to 
do,” said Monett, 43. “We would 
have frozen to death in here.”

His loved ones called 911 
when his blood sugar dipped 
dangerously low and he nearly 
passed out Sunday night, but 
they were told it would take 
hours to get to the home, Monett 
said. He eventually recovered on 
his own.

Officials have said at news 
briefings that it was impossible 
to respond to emergency calls at 
the time.

Monett ultimately made it to 
dialysis after climbing through 
the snow and having neighbours 
help dig out his buried vehicle, 
sister Maria Monett said.

A Facebook group originally 
created in 2014, when Buffalo 
was buried under deep snow, 
has become a lifeline, seeking to 
help thousands seeking food, 
medicine, shelter and rescue in 
the latest storm. Currently man-
aged by five women, the group 
swelled to at least 68,000 people 
as of yesterday.

“We are seeing a lot of desper-
ation,” said Erin Aquilinia, 
founder of the original group, in 
an online interview.

The National Weather Service 
predicted that as much as 2 
inches (2.5 to 5 centimetres) 
more snow could fall Tuesday in 
Erie County, which includes Buf-
falo and its 275,000 residents. 
County Emergency Services 
Commissioner Dan Neaverth Jr. 
said officials also were some-
what concerned about possible 
flooding later in the week when 
milder weather begins melting 
the snow.

The rest of the United States 
also was reeling with at least an 
additional two dozen storm 
deaths reported elsewhere 
around the country, and power 
outages in communities from 
Maine to Washington state.

On the Rosebud Sioux Tribe’s 
reservation in South Dakota, 
snowmobiles were dispatched 
yesterday to reach residents af-
ter food boxes were delivered by 
helicopter and trucks over the 
weekend, the tribe said. Ohio of-
ficials assessed water damage in 
the Statehouse after a pipe burst 
amid the freezing weather.

Even in central Florida, tem-
peratures plunged as low as 27 
degrees (minus 2.7 Celsius) over 
the weekend. Growers’ groups 
were relieved yesterday not to 
find widespread damage to the 
fruit and vegetable crops that 
supply much of the US with 
fresh winter produce.

Heavy rain, flood leave 
29 dead in Philippines
Associated Press
Manila, December 28

Heavy rains and floods that 
devastated parts of the Philip-
pines over the Christmas 
weekend have left at least 29 
dead and 25 missing, the na-
tional disaster response agen-
cy said today.

More than 86,000 people 
were still in emergency shel-
ters after bad weather dis-
rupted Christmas celebra-
tions in the eastern, central 
and southern Philippines.

Images from the southern 
province of Misamis Occiden-
tal showed rescuers carrying 
an elderly woman on a plastic 
chair as they waded through a 
flooded street. Some resi-
dents in the province were 
seen hanging on to floaters as 
coast guard rescuers pulled 
them across chest-deep 
floods using a rope.

Eighteen of the 29 deaths 

were reported in the Northern 
Mindanao region, while 12 of 
the 25 missing were from 
Eastern Visayas in the central 
Philippines, the National Dis-
aster Risk Reduction and 
Management Council said.

Most of the deaths were 
from drowning while among 
the missing were fishermen 
whose boats capsized, the 
agency said.

Over 3,200 houses were 
damaged by the floods along 
with roads and bridges, and 
some areas were without 
power or water, the agency re-
ported.

A shear line — the point 
where warm and cold air 
meet — triggered rains in 
parts of the country, the state 
weather bureau said. A new 
low pressure area may bring 
moderate to heavy rains with-
in the next 24 hours to the 
same areas affected by the 
floods, it said.Pope Francis leaving at the end of his weekly general audience in the Paul VI Hall at the Vatican, on Wednesday.

UN calls on Taliban 
to drop restraints 
on women
Associated Press
Berlin, December 28

The UN Security Council 
yesterday decried increas-
ing restrictions on women’s 
rights in Afghanistan, urg-
ing the country’s Taliban 
rulers to reverse them im-
mediately.

The Security Council “re-
iterated its deep concern of 
the suspension of schools 
beyond the sixth grade, and 
its call for the full, equal, 
and meaningful participa-
tion of women and girls in 
Afghanistan,” it said in a 
press statement.

UN High Commissioner 
for Human Rights Volker 
Türk pointed to “terrible 
consequences” of a deci-
sion to bar women from 
working for non-govern-
mental organisations.

Last week, Taliban au-
thorities stopped university 
education for women, 
sparking international out-
rage and demonstrations in 
Afghan cities.

On Saturday, they an-
nounced the exclusion of 
women from NGO work, a 
move that already has 
prompted four major inter-
national aid agencies to 
suspend operations in Af-
ghanistan.

“No country can develop 
— indeed survive — social-
ly and economically with 
h a l f  i t s  p o p u l a t i o n  
excluded,” Türk said in a 
s t a t e m e n t  i s s u e d  i n  
Geneva.

“These unfathomable re-
strictions placed on women 
and girls will not only in-
crease the suffering of all 

Afghans but, I fear, pose a 
risk beyond Afghanistan’s 
borders.”

“This latest decree by the 
de facto authorities will 
have terrible consequences 
for women and for all Af-
ghan people,” Türk said, 
adding that banning wom-
en from working for NGOs 
will deprive them and their 
families of incomes and of 
the right to “contribute pos-
itively” to the country’s de-
velopment.

“The ban will significant-
ly impair, if not destroy, the 
capacity of these NGOs to 
deliver the essential servic-
es on which so many vul-
nerable Afghans depend,” 
he said.

Despite initially promis-
ing a more moderate rule 
respecting rights for wom-
en and minorities when 
they took power last year, 
the Taliban have widely im-
plemented their strict in-
terpretation of Islamic law, 
or Sharia.

They have banned girls 
from middle school and 
high school, restricted 
women from most employ-
ment and ordered them to 
wear head-to-toe clothing 
in public. Women are also 
banned from parks and 
gyms.

“Women and girls can-
not be denied their inher-
ent rights,” Türk said. “At-
tempts by the de facto au-
thorities to relegate them to 
silence and invisibility will 
not succeed — it will mere-
ly harm all Afghans, com-
pound their suffering, and 
impede the country’s de-
velopment.”

An aerial view of the 1901 Pan-American Exposition neighbourhood after a blizzard in Buffalo, on Tuesday.
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